Highlighted in this paper, is the extent to which a technological interface that enables customers to produce a service outcome, independent of direct service-employee involvement, is used by hotels of various categories in France. Extant literature has, to date, devoted more attention to the use of interpersonal buyer-seller interactions in the process of creating service outcomes. This paper aims to fill this void by contributing to existing knowledge on customer interactions with technologybased self-service delivery options. An exhaustive sample of 240 hotels located across 120 cities in France constituted the empirical setting. A one-way ANOVA that tested differences between means was used to assess the impact of hotel category (independent variable) on response time (dependent variable) among hotels in France. The findings show that there is significant dissimilarity in responsiveness across the hotel categories. A major implication of these findings for management is that the speed with which enquiries from current and potential customers are responded to is most likely a prelude to providing good quality technology-based buyer-seller interactions to create positive service outcomes using the Internet/e-mail. Major concepts in customer relationship management include the response speed of firms to questions and problems during the service encounter. The main contribution of this study is that it builds on existing literature on interpersonal and technological interfaces.
Theoretical Background and Hypothesis

Technology-Based Service Encounter
The world is becoming increasingly characterized by technology-facilitated transactions [9] [16] . Growing numbers of customers interact with technology to create service outcomes instead of interacting with a service firm employee [7] [15] . According to Tosun [24] , the characteristics of the firm and industry sector are, however, contributory factors to the extent of adoption and exploitation of information and communication technology by firms to support business processes. The use of ICT has been growing fast in the worldwide hospitality industry. Hoteliers are increasingly adopting the Internet, mainly e-mail and websites, to interact with their guests and provide easier access to customized services.
Buyer-seller interactions during the service encounter have historically taken place on an interpersonal basis [9] - [17] . Recent research has recognized the critical importance of technology in the delivering of services [4] [5] [7] [25]- [27] . In this scenario, the tourism industry might increase the chances of success by exploiting the potentialities of these technologies along with new business practices and strategies. To date, several projects in ubiquitous and context-aware computing have been focused on mobile devices (i.e. iPhone, iPod, iPad, pocket PC, etc.) as support for museum and tourism guides [28] [29] in order to retain existing tourists and attract new ones. One of the most efficient tools might be represented by pervasive environments, which have not been thoroughly investigated in the tourism literature. The increasing competition between regions is forcing the tourism industry to define new strategies in order to improve the position of each area, thus attracting greater tourism flows [30] [31] and enhancing economic advantages [32] [33] . Current research in information and communication technology has a considerable effect on the tourism sector, by providing innovative tools capable, on one hand, of supporting consumers in organizing their holidays and, on the other one, of supplying fast and efficient information on consumer behavior. These innovations compel the sector to develop new marketing and managerial strategies [34] . For instance, according to Chu et al. [35] , from 1990 to 2000, new websites have been developed, improving the quality of user interaction. In the beginning, Websites were utilized to deliver tourism information such as advertising aimed at promoting tourism attractions.
The Use and Impact of ICT in the Hospitality Industry
According to DiPietro and Wang [36] , the lodging industry has, historically, distributed information through print-based media such as brochures, travel planners, or regional guides, and received reservations by mail, phone, and fax. More recently, hotel rooms have been made accessible for booking through global distribution systems (GDS) and through direct access to hotels using central reservation systems (CRS). However, such technologies have been inadequate as customers have traditionally not had access to these systems and travel intermediaries have experienced difficulty and delay in finding and booking appropriate hotels, whereas hotels have incurred high administrative costs to attract and process customer bookings. The emergence of new ICT interfaces presents new opportunities to make these processes more accessible and more efficient [37] . Some suggest that the traditional marketplace interaction is being replaced by a "marketspace" transaction [4] [8] . In this context, e-mail technology is an example of marketspace interactions in which no interpersonal contact is required between the buyer and seller.
E-mail offers a promising tool to help marketers keep in touch with their customers on a regular basis at low cost [14] [38] . The benefits of an active marketer are described in considerable detail in the customer relationship management (CRM) literature, suggesting that marketers can enhance customer loyalty by being active and in regular contact with their customers (see Hansotia [39] and Osarenkhoe and Bennani [13] ). In spite of these potential roles for e-mail marketing in building and maintaining customer loyalty, it has only recently started to gain importance in comparative marketing literature and CRM strategies. This is also noted by Reichheld and Schefter [40] (cited in [38] ), who discuss how marketers should concentrate efforts on retailing rather than attracting customers on the Internet.
A methodology for assessing ICT productivity impact proposed by Sigala [41] and tested on a dataset of three-star hotels in the UK overcomes these shortcomings. Sigala's findings reveal that productivity gains do not accrue from ICT investments per se, but rather from the full exploitation of its networking capabilities. Martin's [42] study of e-innovation and Internet impacts on UK hospitality firms looks at six cases in the hospitality sector. Martin's study suggests that the current narrow focus on business growth or on technology alone seen in current initiatives may overlook owners such as those who established an online presence for social and personal purposes but developed business uses alongside these purposes. Where targets are set for increased tourism, Martin notes that the Internet could play a part in developing such growth, if integrated and applied to the context of hospitality firms. Collins et al.'s study [43] , on the other hand, of a tourist enterprise in the European hotel sector and its utilization of the Internet and perception of online learning systems, aim to demonstrate that ICTs can enable firms to improve their inventory management, strengthen their marketing and communication strategies, and develop their internal business processes. Their survey [44] demonstrates that small and mediumsized tourist firms in the European hotel sector are not utilizing ICT in their businesses to its full potential. These businesses primarily see the Internet as a mechanism for promoting their hotels rather than for inter-and/ or intra-organizational-and e-commerce purposes.
It can be deduced from the preceding discussion that ICT improves the quality of customer-oriented, personalized service, allows the delivery of e-service, and enhances customer relationships [45] . Some questions, such as the relationship between the client and the supplier, emerge due to the integration of the Internet in company strategies. Because of the use of websites and e-mail, some researchers have reservations about the lack of physical and direct contact between the service provider and his/her customer [46] . This challenges the traditional way of doing business, where customers are served either face to face and/or over the telephone. It allows oneto-one interaction, offers electronic services to customers [40] , and makes online relationships possible.
How the Internet Helps the Hotel Industry
The rapid advancement of technology affects practically every industry, and the hotel and service industry is not exempt from this [27] [47] . Previous studies show, in addition, that the firms that provide electronic data interchange (EDI, an electronic communication system that provides standards for exchanging data via any electronic means) offer more services to their customers than firms that do not provide EDI service [5] [48]- [50] . With global and local hotel brands turning to the World Wide Web in order to boost sales and facilitate customer relations, it is easy to see how the industry is evolving along with the Internet [24] [28] . Social networking sites, led by the Facebook phenomenon, are proving to be more and more important for not only hotels but for other businesses as well [32] [34] . With the prevalence and influence of user-generated content such as reviews and other forms of feedback, hotels get the benefit of plugging by way of word-of-mouth [51] . Maintaining relationships with previous clients also becomes easier to handle with a variety of online tools at the hotels' disposal [51] [52] . There are also websites dedicated to bringing travel services and accommodations straight to the consumers' monitors whether it is through standard personal computer access or through the exponentially growing number of mobile phone Internet users [47] [53] . There are also other utility websites that aid consumers by providing aggregate information, reviews and feedback from numerous sources [52] . Just how big is the impact of online booking for the hotel industry?
According to Van Hoof et al. [54] , ICT is a major opportunity for the lodging industry, particularly when it comes to marketing and selling room nights. Internet can increase the interaction phenomenon between suppliers and their customers [55] - [57] . As an effective medium for the relationship between guests and hoteliers, it can improve pre-and after-sales service and enhance customer relationships [45] [58] . Its potential as a means of making reservations is remarkable [9] [51]. More and more people make reservations online and travel seems to be a typical service category sold on the Internet. In the USA, as well as in the European Union, travel services seem to be the most purchased item on the Web. To enhance these key success factors in the hotel industry, some authors believe that hoteliers should invest heavily in more technology focusing on guest services [59] . Kim and Kim [60] postulate that hoteliers should first focus on basic Internet tools such as e-mail. The latter is strategically important for the hospitality industry [19] [47] because, firstly, it enables marketers to experiment with various messages, altering the offer or segmentation to improve outcomes and results. Secondly, compared to conventional direct marketing reply times that can take several weeks, 80% of e-mail messages are answered within a few days [61] .
ICT clearly represents the most significant competitive innovation in the hospitality industry throughout the 1990s and beyond [62] . In addition, as transactional costs continue to rise, hotels will need to determine which of the technologies used to develop reservation and distribution channels are the most profitable for them and how they can yield the best results by using these channels. Cooper et al. [63] underlined that electronic distribution channels available to hotels have increased dramatically in recent years and, while there are multiple channels, some are obviously minor in terms of their impact and potential. Therefore, selecting the appropriate distribution channels is vital for success, and important if hotel firms want to increase top-line revenues and control overhead costs. Though the range of choice facing hotel executives is vast, e-mail adds another channel that is ubiquitous, cheap, digital, and virtual. Increasing competition has pressured hoteliers into adopting the technology in US [59] , Hong Kong [51] , Taiwan [64] , Thailand [27] , Australian [54] and UK [41] luxury class hotels. Pechlaner et al. [65] found in their research that e-services are more effective in higher-rated Swiss, Austrian and Italian hotels. Hotels in France, particularly luxury class hotels, should therefore make better use of e-mailing and should provide their customers with high-quality, professional e-service. Responsiveness is the most likely first step in providing this quality e-service using the Internet/e-mail.
Hence the following hypotheses:
H1: E-mail responsiveness is proportional to the number of stars a hotel has: the more stars, the quicker their response.
H2: The richness of the response has a significant impact on the response time.
Research Methodology
As for e-tourism, in 2012, between 5.5% (Raffour Interactive) and 14% (TNS Sofres) of active French Internet users purchased their travels online, whereas 14% -24% used the Internet to prepare their travels. According to a French Tourist Board report, the Internet has gained ground compared to the other booking channels. In 2011, the sales turnover for e-tourism in France for the online business-to-customer tourist trade was between 880 million and 1.3 billion EUR. At the end of 2012, online hotel reservations accounted for 3.6% of the total travel market in Europe. 64% of online hotel reservations were made on hotel company websites (Accor.com but also Ryanair.com); 36% were carried out by online intermediaries (such as Expedia and lastminute.com). Table 1 gives the breakdown of French hotels (independent voluntary and integrated chains) according to ownership category. In 2012, there were 11,642 independent hotels and 6575 local chains or multinationals. 63% of all hotels in France are independently owned and 38% are either local chains or multinationals.
The methodological approach adopted consisted of three steps: firstly, a sample of hotels located in France were identified on the Internet. Secondly, those including .com, .fr or .net extensions in their e-mail address and those having their own domain name server (DNS 1 ) were browsed. Finally, the replies received within a twomonth period of time were analyzed. A population of hotels with an e-mail address on France Tourism websites was selected. The sample included 240 hotels located in France, the target group, spread out over 120 cities. Two-star hotels were predominant in the sample (Table 2), followed by hotels in the three-star category. These two categories accounted for 86% of the overall target population. Also the limited number (around 4%) of one-star hotels was also noted. E-mails with a booking request were sent to one-, two-, three-and four-star hotels. Written in French, they asked for information about room availability and prices for two adults and two children (16 and 10 years old) for a one-week stay in July, as well as for information on local tourist attractions and excursions and their prices. The e-mails were sent to the selected hotels. The Bcc 2 function enabled us to send multiple e-mails simultaneously while masking this mass mailing for recipients. E-mails that failed to be delivered due to incorrect addresses or to any other problem were not re-sent. E-mail replies from these hotels were followed-up over a two-month period. On a weekly basis, the received e-mails were analyzed one by one and the information included in them was entered into a database.
Research Findings and Analysis
As far as errors are concerned, globally 10% of the sent e-mails were returned as undeliverable due to a faulty address. Of the entire sample (240), 107 hotels replied to the delivered e-mails. More than one in two hotels that replied belonged to the two-star category ( Table 3) . This shows the domination of this class. It was also noted that the response rate for this category corresponded closely to that of the e-mails sent.
Among the replies, one-star and four-star hotels were under-represented. It was also observed that only a few hotels did not mention their category (around 4%). 66% of the replies received were received within a week ( Table 4) .
Two and three-star categories are over-represented (55% and 31%, respectively) while one-star (3%) and four-star (7%) hotels are under-represented ( Table 3 ). An analysis of total replies in one day (36) ( Table 5 ), shows that almost 47% (17/36) of two-star hotels, almost 39% (14/36) of three-star hotels, and only 5% (2/36) of one-and four-star hotels reply in one day. Note that 71% of the hotels that respond in under 4 hours are two-star hotels ( Table 4) . Also only 2% of replies received within a 4-hour time period were from one-star hotels. These results show that the hypothesis that higher category hotels in France show better responsiveness than the lower category hotels is not confirmed. This hypothesis should thus be rejected even if the four-star hotel panel is under-represented in the global sample. Above all, both the two-star and (to a lesser extent) the three-star hotels appear to reply promptly to e-mails received from customers. This could be because of the acute competition within the market segment covered by these categories. The higher category hotels probably assume that their customers belong to the business segment that does not use e-mails to make reservations. Rooms are more likely to be booked by secretaries over the telephone. On the other hand, five binomial variables relating to e-mail responses were created. These variables (room availability, nature of service (half board, full board), local tourist attractions, price of the additional activities, and refer to websites) were coded yes or no and classified into one factor: response richness. The results indicate that more than 93% of hotels provided information about their availability, while only 37.4% specify the nature of service offered (half board or full board). Few hotels (29.9%) provided a description of available activities, and 28% provided references to their own or other websites. Only five hotels provided information about the price of the extra activities. In total, almost 48% of hotels provided references to their own or other websites. One-way ANOVA testing differences between means was used to assess the impact of hotel category (independent variable) on response time (dependent variable) for hotels in France. The results of the ANOVA analysis are presented in Table 6 . They indicate that no differences were found for response time. That is, hotel category does not have a significant impact on response time (the value is more than 0.05). However, the results in Table 7 suggest a significant impact of the response richness on response time (p < 0.05). Table 6 . One-way ANOVA between hotel category and response time. Table 7 . One-way ANOVA between response richness and response time. 
Concluding Remarks
This study provides insights on the use of e-mails at customer contact points in hotels in France, for which it found significant dissimilarity in responsiveness across hotel categories. However, our findings differ from the study of Swiss hotels conducted by Pechlaner et al. [65] ; and Murphy et al. [46] in Switzerland. While these previous studies found that being in the high-rated category of hotels influenced technology adoption, thus e-mail usage, they also found that hotels failed to pay much attention to improving customer service. We may note the opposite result obtained for the lower categories, mainly two-and three-star hotels. The low level of responsiveness to e-mails (an example of marketspace interactions in which no interpersonal contact is required between the buyer and seller during the process of creating the service outcome) demonstrated by hotels of higher categories included in our sample is surprising. Responsiveness is most likely the first step in providing this quality e-service using the Internet/e-mail. One of the major concepts in customer relationship management is the speed at which firms respond to questions and problems during the service encounter. One of the major concepts in customer relationship management is the speed at which firms respond to questions and problems during the service encounter [6] . The customer relationship management literature and direct marketing literature [6] [39] suggest that regular contact with customers helps marketers to enhance customer loyalty. Direct mail is used to cross-and up-sell, to increase customers purchasing frequency, and to induce customers to respond and to become involved in a dialogue [38] .
The insufficient e-service that we experienced with high category hotels in France could be explained by their lack of interest in the Internet/e-mail-user market segment. This finding seems to be in line with that reported by Sahadev and Islam [27] , that the factors influencing a hotel's propensity to adopt ICTs may be broadly divided into location-related and firm-related. The findings also reconcile with the idea shared in extant literature [66] , that electronic intermediation tends to "impoverish" service relations, insomuch as the technological interface can by no means replace the wealth of human interactions on which the creation of value and differentiation of services are based. The objectives that can be expected from the use of e-mailing-a concrete outline of e-service-in the hotel industry have to be formulated in terms of good communication, fine responsiveness, high-quality information and competitiveness.
Our findings in France are probably culturally specific. Elsewhere, the use of the ICT in the lodging industry is growing exponentially, enabling hotels to reconsider the way they do business. Although the lodging sector overall has been slow to adopt ICT compared to other industry sectors [66] , many hotel managers are becoming increasingly aware of the potential distribution, promotion, and interactive marketing advantages of the technology. ICT offers several advantages for hotels of all sizes [36] , one of which is increased effectiveness due to cost reduction and revenue growth. Another advantage is higher quality customer relationships due to the possibility of personal contact services and dialogue with the customer. For example, customers can answer questions about their personal preferences for rooms and, based on this information, receive services at the hotel that are adapted to these preferences.
Managerial Implications
The implications of this study for business practice and research are relatively many and straightforward:
Although the importance of people in relationship building cannot be emphasized enough, according to Donaldson and O'Toole [67] , technology, particularly information and communication technology, is becoming an important strategic asset for hospitality organizations to improve their organizational performance and strategic competitiveness [66] [68] . As a result, there is a growing significance of the role of technology in enhancing a hospitality organization's competitive advantage, and thus contributing to the success of the organization. In fact, ICT use in the hospitality industry has been changing at a faster rate than at any other time in history. As younger generations become more adept at the use of technology, they want to bring that into their lodging and dining experiences. The decision to adopt and use new technology or technology systems has become so important that many hospitality organizations are transforming their corporate or organization structure to include functions and positions such as taking advantage of technology.
It is now generally agreed [30] [32] [34] [35] that ICT is the single greatest force driving change in the hotel industry and will continue to have dramatic and sweeping implications on how hotels conduct business in the future. Hotels are expected to position themselves strongly on the Internet to take advantage of its distribution capabilities such as reach, content dissemination, feedback collection, interactivity, and one-to-one marketing. Current trends furthermore indicate that this greater involvement in ICT by the industry will increasingly encompass customer-centric approaches to capitalize on the cost structure and long-term potential of the Internet while at the same time differentiating products and building lasting value propositions. For many hospitality organizations, technological advances are at the vanguard of opportunity, yet they represent one of management's biggest challenges. Adopting and using new technology systems and processes entails complicated decisionmaking that requires insight and input from strong research initiatives and organizational commitment.
Social media site such as LinkedIn, Facebook and Twitter have provided us all with great tools to leverage both existing business relationships and also new business relationships. The interference and "noise" created by social media can also have a negative impact on building relationships as more and more people aim for quick or instant results. Social media platforms are merely enablers to support our off-line networking activity. Social media platforms are only one form of communication and should not be used as an excuse to abandon the use other forms of communication. It is essential to have effective strategies to develop meaningful business relationships. Such strategies have to do with what you can do for other people, rather than what others can do for you. Also, never forget about your existing relationships [28] [29] that you may have devoted a great deal of time to cultivating. It is far too easy to let existing business relationships wither and die in the pursuit of new ones.
Limitations
While the theoretical position developed fits the unique characteristics of the case studied in the industry and country settings, caution should be exercised in generalizing the results of this study beyond this context. A number of important questions warrant continued investigation beyond the evidence of this study. The major concerns are, in our view, that the hotel reservation systems have advanced well beyond email communications in most countries and therefore the findings from this study may not represent a significant contribution to new development/advancements in the field of e-commerce. Although, this study has certainly added new insights to the specific field of study, we are aware that the contribution is limited. Future research should investigate how the hospitality, travel and tourist industries manage customer relationships. Since customer relationship management emerged as a technology-based customer solution in the mid-1990s, the hospitality industry, and leisure and pleasure industry have until now not been given enough coverage in extant CRM research.
